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Abstract 

Sugar dictated the fortunes of many countries in the 

British Empire in the nineteenth century.  With the 

abolition of slavery, thousands of indentured labour 

or coolies from the Indian subcontinent, filled the 

labour gap. The word coolie was derogatory, 

referring to a marginalized underclass, whereas the 

word coolitude evokes and acknowledges agency.  

Our article revolves around the question: How does 

a historical lens evoke understandings of ethnic 

minorities (EM) at work in contemporary 

organisations? We illuminate a historical lens (the 

eternal present and linear progression, historical 

determinism and structuralism, and evoking the 

past), to provoke reflections on how on-going 

marginalisation of ethnic minorities at work, may be 

tethered to a coolie template. We weave conceptual 

understandings of history, indentured labour and 

EM in an interdisciplinary manner to evoke 
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reflection by policy framers and managers on how 

the long arm of history may be implicated and 

unravelled. We suggest that such insights are 

necessary to highlight perceptions of coolitude as an 

alternative epistemology pertaining to EM at work.  
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Introduction 

With global mobility and increasing diversity in 

organisations, there is an exigent to evoke historical 

lenses (Decker, Hassard & Rowlinson, 2020), to 

explore more deeply the long arm of history, with 

reference to contemporary marginalisation of ethnic 

minorities (EM) at work. EM are indiivduals whose 

visible diversity discriminators provide markers of 

their ethnicity as for example skin colour that is not 

white.  We provide an example from indentured 

labour on sugar plantations, for sugar and its 

consumption was closely bound with colour and 

white sugar served to purge the impure raw material 

which was produced by coolie labour (Knight, 2009). 

As Goffe (2019) writes: “within a single grain of 

sugar the human traffic of the centuries-long history 

of globalization is encrypted” (p. 34). The world’s 

oceans were networked sites for the deployment of 

indentured labour. Sugar was important for world 
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commerce and the sugar trade launched economic 

opportunities (Mintz, 1986; Ronback, 2014).  

Against the backdrop of abolitionism in 1834, 

indenture was established leading to 

interconnectedness and seismic shifts of large 

swathes of individuals from the Indian ocean 

(Brandon, Frykman and Roge, 2019) across the 

Pacific and Atlantic. Between 1842 and 1917, more 

than a million individuals from the Indian 

subcontinent were sent to Fiji, Southern Africa, 

West Indies and Mauritius, through the state-

sponsored indenture system in the British Empire 

(Connolly, 2019).  Our focus is on how a historical 

lens, influences, entangles with, reverberates and 

(re)makes contexts in contemporary times. As 

Hofmeyr (2007) suggests, “we need urgently to start 

writing the histories of this emerging present” (p.25). 

While this is a broad sweep of history, it is relevant 

today in an era where EM continue to be subjected 

to discrimination. Our article revolves around the 

question: How does a historic lens evoke 

understandings of EM at work in contemporary 

organisations? Our dual contribution is firstly, to 

foreground how conceptions of history have created 

a ‘coolie template’ which lingers in organisations in 

how EM are perceived.  

Secondly, we show how evocation of the past results 

in ways that influence current organisational 

practices and perceptions wherein inferior and non-

white are equated and coolitude is discounted.  We 
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do this through an exploration of indentured labour 

in Fiji sugar plantations and through contemporary 

experiences of EM at work across different 

countries. Hence, we weave conceptual 

understandings of history, indentured labour and 

EM in an interdisciplinary manner to evoke 

reflection by policy framers and managers on how 

the long arm of history may be implicated and 

unravelled. We suggest that such insights are 

necessary to highlight perceptions of coolitude as an 

alternative epistemology pertaining to EM at work, 

who are often seen as “coming to Third World the 

First World” (Roopnarine, 2009: p. 108).  

The word coolie was derogatory referring to a 

marginalised underclass. While its etymology is 

unclear, it may be derived from the Tamil word ‘kuli’, 

Hindustani ‘quli’, or Turkish ‘kul’ meaning slave 

(Bahadur, 2013). The word coolie was banned in 

1915 (Kaplan & Kelly, 1999), but its impact lingers. 

Bates (2017) and Bragard (1998) argue that 

(mis)representation and (re)construction of 

indentured Indian labour in colonial archives, 

defocuses the agency and analysis of coolies, 

silencing their voices and trapping them in Western-

centric perspectives. Such thinking was generally 

based on epistemologies of the North premised on 

Eurocentric hegemonic thinking entrenched in 

“representing the world as one’s own and of 

transforming it according to one’s own needs and 

aspirations” (Santos, 2018: 6). Such epistemologies 
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“conceive of the Eurocentric epistemological North 

as the only source of valid knowledge, no matter 

where, in geographic terms, that knowledge is 

produced…the South is the problem; the North is 

the solution” (Santos, 2018:6). Therefore, there is 

need for epistemologies of the South “to erase the 

power hierarchies inhabiting” the North (Santos, 

2018:7), and to unravel knowledges of Western male 

colonizers (Grosfoguel, 2012). 

The idea of 'coolitude' (Carter & Torabully, 2002) is 

an intellectual interpretation of various 

incarnations of coolie as exile, with shared history 

and spaces for identity (de)construction.  Coolitude 

includes the voyage as a site of trauma and loss, 

suffering and survival, but also a world of new 

encounters and revalorises “the term ‘coolie’ turning 

a term of abuse against itself in a form of 

empowerment” (p. 10). Coolitude has multiple 

meanings and can mean a new kind of 

consciousness with identity rooted in diversity, 

plurality and change (Bragard, 1998; Ette, 2017; 

Leetsch, 2019). Smith, et.al., (2004) encourage 

researchers to explore the interaction effects of race, 

gender, role and how historical and/or geographical 

issues may affect perceptions of diversity. This can 

lead to a radical reappraisal of how organisations 

are conceptualised, and how the past can inform 

current attitudes, contextualise perceptions of the 

present and (mis)prescribe aims for the future.  
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The concept of coolitude turns negative 

connotations of coolie into positive perceptions of 

EM emblematic of diversity, evoking a praxis of 

equality. While it can be argued that much is 

already known about discrimination and EM, the 

merit of this article is investigating how history has 

posthumously ossified perceptions. These 

perceptions become a default modus operandi in 

how EM are analysed and managed. We have not 

explicitly engaged with theoretical frames of post-

colonialism, anti-colonialism and decolonial 

inquiry, as we believe that a broad historic lens 

provides a much larger arc for eliciting 

understandings of EM. We argue that policy framers 

may have moved away from the past in a strictly 

chronological sense, but beliefs, perspectives and 

prejudices are not necessarily distanced by time.  

Our historical lenses include the eternal present 

and linear progression; historical determinism and 

structuralism; and evoking the past.  

The next section focuses on select conceptions of the 

long arm of history. This is followed by a brief expose 

of the sugar coolie experience in Fiji. Next, we 

explicate coolies and coolitude as experienced by 

EM at work in contemporary organisations. Finally, 

we suggest questions which organisations may 

choose to engage with and discuss the implications 

of our study, followed by concluding comments. 
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The long arm of history 

In seeking to delve into the long arm of history, the 

‘uses of the past’ perspective, have the capacity to 

shift what Kosseleck (2004) calls the ‘horizon of 

expectations’.  Decker, Hassard and Rowlinson 

(2020) emphasise a reorientation requirement in 

how management is studied to widen and deepen 

engagement with history beyond the binary debate 

of memory and history. They call this 

historiographical reflexivity where both history and 

collective memory are engaged with through a 

repertoire of methods. History can be used both as 

a source of data and method, keeping in mind past 

contexts and this “engenders greater plurality in 

how the past can be researched” (p. 5). 

Historiographical reflexivity provides opportunities 

for “engaging with marginalized and rarely studied 

groups…in terms of gender and 

professions…capturing diverse voices in 

organizations…with a more interpretive and 

constructionist view of the past…” (pp. 23-24). 

This affects the way in which firms mediate between 

the technical realms of the factors of production, 

and symbolic resources such as legitimacy, status 

and reputation (Suddaby, Foster, & Trank, 2010), 

and how organisations themselves can be melded 

into perceptions of a country’s national identity and 

memory as part of a national cultural-historical 

framework (Mordhorst, 2014).  The past can also be 

appropriated to provide ‘plotted stages’ of an 



Third Worlds, Coolie and Coolitude 

 

Te Kaharoa, vol. 14, 2021, ISSN 1178-6035 

8 

organisation’s narrative (Popp and Holt, 2013) – one 

which runs in parallel with broader national 

narratives about progress over a given period.   It 

allows for the past not just to be observed and 

understood, but to be framed in ways that justify 

and explain current practices and that it benefits 

the business in certain ways (Booth & Rowlinson, 

2006). The past can be drawn on for validation of 

current practices (Kosseleck, 2004) and can lead to 

‘the creation of certain narratives’ about the 

purpose, function, and character of the organisation 

(Hansen, 2006).  Hence, the uses of the past can 

occur without deliberate intent, but more through 

the organisation’s culture and values being 

subconsciously assimilated (Zick, Wagner, Van 

Dick, & Petzel, 2001). 

The idea of an immanent (Cowen & Shenton, 1995) 

retention of earlier ideas wherein an organisation 

might unwittingly accrue approaches/beliefs of 

predecessors is akin in some ways to a form of 

apostolic succession that traces practices and 

values back to or near to the origins of the 

organisation.   By contrast, Wallerstein has argued 

that lingering prejudices are not incidental and 

inadvertently acquired but are an essential 

coordinating principle of organisations (Balibar & 

Wallerstein, 1991; Wallerstein, 1990).  Table I 

presents uses of the past and theoretical elements 
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Eternal present and linear progression 

The concept of the ‘eternal present’ (Gherardi & 

Strati, 1988; Fournier, 2006) is one in which all that 

matters is what is occurring now, as history follows 

a linear progression to arrive at a destination which 

is the best of all possible worlds (Enfu & Xiaoqin 
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2012; Hankinson, 1989).  The past is discounted as 

irretrievable or dismissed as based on memories 

irrelevant to the present (Booth & Rowlinson 2006), 

while the future is unknowable and only has 

significance as a place to locate expectations (Clark 

& Rowlinson, 2004).  Many developments in 

businesses, occur in jurisdictions that forbid, 

through legislation, discrimination on the basis of 

race, gender, religion, and related criteria, that 

nonetheless enables the survival of earlier 

prejudices in the organisation’s ‘DNA’ and even 

circumvent detection, let alone censure (Amos & 

Parmar, 1984; Griffith, et al, 2007; Lopez, 2000).   

This suggests a form of eternal recurrence at play 

(Merry, 2009; More, 2010). Hence, while 

management may have moved away from the past 

in a strictly chronological sense, beliefs, 

perspectives and prejudices are not similarly 

necessarily distanced by time.  Allied to this is the 

concern that if the present is believed to be the best 

of all possible worlds, then any elements of the past 

that have survived to the present constitute part of 

‘the best’.  This can include discriminatory ways of 

seeing certain groups in an organisation.  

Hence, gender, ethnic, religious, and other 

categories of discrimination which might be 

historically based, need to be maintained for some 

organisations, and even states, to function in the 

manner that they do (Hopkins and Wallerstein, 

1977).   This analysis exemplifies the conscious, 
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deliberate, and persistent use of history to maintain 

gender, ethnic, religious and other inequalities 

within management.   Moreover, these inbuilt 

inequalities have the capacity to orient the 

behaviour of groups within the organisation in ways 

that perpetuates them (Ackroyd, & Fleetwood, 2000; 

Agocs, & Jain 2001; Wallerstein, 1987). 

One argument for the significance of the eternal 

present - almost as a static form of reality – was 

advanced by Francis Fukuyama (1992), whose 

notion of the ‘end of history’ implied among much 

else that ideological evolution had reached a type of 

stationary state. According to Fukuyama, events in 

the twentieth century had proven the ‘total 

exhaustion of viable systematic alternatives to 

Western liberalism’ (Fukuyama, 1989), and so all 

that remained was for society and its constituent 

elements to continue to reproduce the perfection of 

the present (Fournier, 2006; Hodgson, 1999).   

However, such views are based on the belief that 

history follows a linear progression to arrive at a 

destination which is the best of all possible worlds 

(Enfu & Xiaoqin 2012; Harkinson, 1989).  We argue 

that the implicit presumptions that govern 

organisational attitudes and behaviours towards 

EM at the present time are in large part dictated by 

an historical inheritance extending back at least to 

the nineteenth century, when notions about the 

roles and status of indentured individuals were 

formed.  Implicit in this linear approach to history is 
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the belief that the present represents a refinement 

and improvement of the past, in which more liberal 

and enlightened values have achieved an 

ascendency (Brigman, 2012; Olson, 1993).   

 

Historical determinism and structuralism 

There is a clear seam of historical determinism 

running through the notion of ‘uses of the past’, 

which rests partly on the concept that what happens 

now is predetermined and/or constrained by 

various historical trends.  Hegel espoused a strong 

form of determinism, in which he acknowledged the 

capacity for free will, but argued that this free will 

was exercised in a universe governed by pre-existing 

necessary laws (Parkinson, 1972).  In the context of 

this article, an element of Marxist determinism 

(which distils some of Hegel’s determinism) has a 

strong bearing: namely, that the economic aspect of 

social reality determines non-economic aspects 

such as in the political, social, and cultural realms 

(Resnick & Wolff, 1982).  An apparent parallel exists 

between this principle and organisations, in which 

their histories determine not only the 

financial/economic aspects of their culture, but also 

the way in which the organisation categorizes and 

relates to different ‘categories’ of people. For 

example, indentured women, being ‘natives’ from 

the Indian subcontinent during the period of the 

British Empire, further legitimized the treatment by 

businesses of such natives being dirty, slovenly, 
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wanton women, needing to be herded and pushed in 

order to do a good day’s work (Gillion, 1962; Lal, 

1985; Tinker, 1974). 

In the case of sugar coolies in the nineteenth and 

early twentieth century, the links to perceptions of 

them seem to have held in contemporary times in 

how EM are managed in organisations. Where the 

residue of the perceptions have survived to the 

present day, a structuralist approach is useful, to 

account for how patterns of exploitation of this 

group in organisations maybe part of a broader 

system of exploitation (Callinicos, 1985; Frank & 

Gills, 1996) based on former parts of the British 

Empire where indentured labour was prevalent. The 

structuralist dimension requires that the group 

under consideration, and the organisations for 

which they work, are considered as a subset of 

broader structures, such as the nation-state, 

ethnic/religious groups, languages, social class, 

and so forth (Pace, 1978).  To some extent, this 

undermines the exclusivity of any claims that 

organisations are limited in the use of history 

exclusively to their own histories.  For it is neither 

possible nor logical to attempt to segregate the 

history of an organisation from the environments in 

which it operates.  

 

Evoking the past 

How a business perceives itself and the people it has 

contact with is inextricably linked to how it 
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understands not only its internal functions, but its 

relationships with the society in which it exists 

(Lawrence, 1984; Schultz & Hernes, 2013). Part of 

the process of interpretation of the past depends on 

what historical material is available and then 

selected, and through which lenses it is thereafter 

viewed.  The past is never fully recoverable (Eggins 

et al, 1993) and the act of reclaiming fragments of 

that past and assembling them in any given priority 

is necessarily a subjective undertaking (Weick, 

1993). In making visible, invisible histories, 

epistemologies from the South represent the world 

in their own ways, with their own agency and power 

to dissolve the inferior perceptions of the South and 

its peoples and to encourage an ecology of 

knowledges (Santos, 2018). Here the South is not 

the opposite of the North, and while it may 

geographically exist in some parts of the South, 

such knowledges may also be produced in the North 

as there is an overlap between epistemologies and 

geographic spaces. As Santos (2018) powerfully 

writes “The epistemologies of the South occupy the 

concept of epistemology in order to re-signify it as 

an instrument for interrupting the dominant politics 

of knowledge” (p. 2). Syed et al., (2018) stress the 

need to build and maintain coalitions to reform the 

current status quo, as “inequities are a consequence 

of the power conferred to the dominant group—both 

historically and contemporarily—that have shaped 
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the different lived experiences between ‘majorities’ 

and ‘minorities’” (p. 822). 

Evoking the past employs history as an ideological 

tool (Rostow, 1990; Schultz & Hernes, 2013) in 

which specific stages of historic development are 

sculpted, and experiences of ethnic, social, and 

other groups contextualised and confined by each 

stage (Engerman, 2003; Tatenhove, Arts, & Leroy, 

2000). This lens may have a direct bearing on the 

institutional, cultural, religious, gendered and 

social strands of the past that affect contemporary 

organisational perceptions of specific groups in 

organisations. This can reinforce the notion that the 

racialized other was the quintessential Other (Brah, 

1993) with direct and indirect discrimination in 

employment access, promotion, training, glass 

ceiling thresholds and racist caricatures globally 

such as in the UK, USA, Canada, Australia and New 

Zealand (Bhatia, 2007; Brah, 1993; Brown, 1984; 

Pio and Essers, 2013; Pio & Syed, 2020). In the case 

of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

status of coolies, the use of history has been an 

element in maintaining and perpetrating prejudices 

in contemporary organisational practices across the 

globe.    

The next section focuses on scenarios of coolies in 

Fiji as one possible interpretation, of how the long 

arm of history continues its vice like grip. It is not 

our intention to provide scenarios from all 

geographic locations where sugar work took place. 
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The Fiji example is intended to serve as a catalyst 

for organisations to explore a broad swathe of 

questions linked to how various processes may be 

interlocked in a historical stasis that paints EM as 

servile workers with minimum agency. 

 

Sugar coolies and the past 

Schneider, Jr. (1926) in his work on sugar and its 

importance to world commerce, writes of the honey 

bearing reed from India, known to Alexander the 

Great, traded on the great medieval routes with 

Venice as the hub. This hub later moved to London 

where sugar consumption in Great Britain 

increased from 10,000 tons in 1700 to 150,000 tons 

in 1800. Ronback (2014) emphasises the 

transnational interdependence of the early modern 

sugar trade in the 18th century with a focus on the 

Caribbean and argues that this trade opened many 

economic opportunities for various agents including 

that of the slave trade. With the abolition of slavery, 

Indian indentured labour moved into lines 

previously inhabited by African slaves if not in 

reality, then in imagination as in the case of Fiji and 

the colonies (Tinker, 1974).   

With the expansion of railways, Indians in the 

nineteenth century travelled to the port cities of 

Calcutta and Madras from the interior of India 

which was over crowded, ravaged by floods, 

droughts, famine, communal conflict, decay of 

commercial facilities based on the industrialised 



Third Worlds, Coolie and Coolitude 

 

Te Kaharoa, vol. 14, 2021, ISSN 1178-6035 

17 

competition of cotton and cloth and the 1857 sepoy 

uprising in India. Indenture was organised through 

emigration agents in Calcutta and Madras, where 

the Agent general of Immigration, later known as the 

Protector of the Immigrants (Reddock, 1986) along 

with their staff were responsible for the health, food, 

working conditions and if necessary prosecution of 

estate owners who did not adequately provide for 

health, food and working conditions. The agents 

recruited from markets, railway stations, bazaars, 

temples and fairs (Reddock, 1986).  

Indentured Indians were called girmityas, from the 

English word agreement. 60,537 indentured 

individuals from India travelled to Fiji, aged 20 to 30 

years, where they were contracted to work for a 

minimum period of five years at 1 shilling per 9 hour 

working day and for women it was 9 pence (Narsey, 

1979).  But on arrival in Fiji this changed to task 

work and if the task was not complete, the workers 

were fined and made to labour without pay till the 

task was completed, which allowed leeway for 

extraction, irrespective of the world price of sugar. 

Coolies were unprotected, had no rights to own land, 

though they supplied the labour on the sugar 

plantations necessary for the company, the Colonial 

Sugar Refinery, to make large profits (Alam et al., 

2004). The “Indian labourers received about 2% of 

Fiji sugar export proceeds, white planters received 

36% after labour expenses…” (Knapman, 1985: 69) 
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and most sugar export income went to the company 

during the period 1882-1939.  

Indentured labourers became objectified, and race 

came before class as an organizing principle for 

British industrial production (Kelly, 1992). For the 

five years the girmitiyas belonged to the European 

planters and the overseers reduced all Indians to 

one level as they were generally ignorant about 

Indian culture, disliked Indians who were believed 

to be sinister and hard to control but fit for tropical 

manual labour (Kelly, 1988, 1992). Indian coolies 

were considered the “scum of India”, “the lowest 

class”, only fit to be labourers, animalistic by nature 

and as a race inferior to Europeans. There was 

sexual abuse of the coolie women, polyandry and 

lack of recognition of Indian marriages due to 

demographic imbalances in the coolie lines, 

‘irregular marriages’ and ‘conniving Indians’ (Kelly, 

1989, 1990, 1991).  

Indians were labour units for the colonial enterprise, 

a horde of heathens from the point of view of 

missionaries and a source of contamination by the 

medical officers and health officials (Kelly, 1988; 

Gillion, 1977). Hence, sugar labour dismantled the 

dignity of coolies casting them as chattels in the 

service of Empire. The next section touches on 

coolitude in the present. 
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Coolitude in the Present 

We acknowledge that there exists an immense body 

of rich scholarship on the various nuanced, explicit 

and implicit discrimination towards EM, that 

continue in contemporary organisations. While the 

scope of this article, does not include a 

comprehensive overview of discrimination towards 

EM, it does provide extant examples of coolitude. We 

reiterate that while there exist a host of 

interpretations in the analysis of these EM 

situations, they have generally not gone deep into 

historical linkages as to why these situations persist 

across the world. We touch on agentic examples, to 

problematize the colonial face of knowledge and 

practice which subalternises alternatives and 

knowledges. This can be linked to the minority tax, 

racial fatigue and a struggling diversity climate. 

Despite increasing evidence as to the disparities EM 

face in many occupational sectors including hidden 

inequalities, inequality regimes, and matrices of 

visibility regimes (Munkerjord, 2019; Nkomo & 

Rodriguez, 2018; Wasserman & Frenkel, 2019), 

actions have been ‘unacceptably slow’ with 

representation at senior roles and in careers for 

global health research and academia in the UK, in 

spite of diversity policies (Khan et al., 2019). A 

British example, (Ogbonna, 2019), highlights the 

uneasy alliance of EM and organisational culture 

resulting in continuing disparity of outcomes in the 

labour market, which have hardly improved despite 
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government advice and diversity policies. 

Undoubtedly there is need to consider the 

intersectionality of gender and ethnicity in 

understanding the workplace experiences of EM to 

move away from static identities and single identity 

categories in how systems of domination are enacted 

(Brah, 1993; Opara, Sealy & Ryan, 2020).  

Indians in the US are often exposed to a xenophobic 

environment with discriminatory practices based on 

their race and multiple ecological systems (Inman et 

al., 2015). These authors attribute some of this to 

British colonial rule and vestiges of British 

imperialism with a strong dependence on British 

identified values such as light skin colour, use of 

English language and social class. Chakravartty 

(2006) emphasizes exploitation of high-tech Indian 

migrants in the US and refers to them as indentured 

servants in high tech electronic sweatshops or 

techno slaves who will accept exploitation, racial 

discrimination and servility, in their desire for the 

coveted green card.  

Yet, considering EM’s agency and leadership in 

cultural, social and political domains (Gottardo & 

Cyment, 2019; Hennekam & Bacouel-Jentjens, 

2019; Ogbonna, 2019; Zanoni & Janssens, 2007), 

can help promote coolitude. It is pertinent to note 

that some ‘coolie’ generations are among the most 

prosperous segments of society in South Africa, 

Guyana and Trinidad (Bates, 2017). Further, the 

various regulations which governed colonial coolies, 
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were used by the League of Nations to set up the 

International Labour Organisation (Bates, 2017).  

These examples can be viewed as part of the notion 

of coolitude despite the invisible tenacity of history 

through the case of sugar coolies. Agentic strategies 

are a combination of resistance and compliance, to 

oscillate between different subject positions and 

shifting strategies to balance advantages and 

disadvantages, based on various manifestations of 

power (Van Laer & Janssens, 2017). This signals the 

need for structural change and this is where 

organizations can play a significant role to 

circumvent discourses of inferiority through 

institutionalizing appropriate policies and practices 

which fracture colonial prisms and negate the long 

arm of coolie history, to endorse coolitude. 

In a Belgian study, Van Laer and Janssens (2017) 

challenge the notion of EM as passive individuals 

and victims of structures and focus on agency in the 

face of dominant discourses through resistance, 

struggle, contradictions and tensions with power 

and control in “an ambiguous and complex interplay 

of mutual constitution” (p. 199). In the case of Spain 

and the UK, Cederberg and Villares-Varela (2019) 

note how EM entrepreneurs navigate various 

opportunities despite structural constraints, thus 

displaying agency through strategic mobilisation of 

their own cultural capital including their ethnic 

image. This is like how EM women transcend 

othering through their own agency and 
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transnational networks (Pio & Essers, 2013). EM 

women from Poland, Latvia and Hungary, are 

portrayed as displaying resilience, rejecting binary 

categories of agency and victimhood, and 

highlighting a diversity of responses, rather than 

one-dimensional constructions of agency (Rydzik & 

Anitha, 2019). Another example is that of South-

Asian Muslim women in the UK using their own 

agency and various strategies to overcome complex 

obstacles in employment and career progression, as 

active agents in choices and outcomes (Tariq & 

Syed, 2017). Tomlinson et al. (2013) discuss the 

legal profession in England and Wales and 

emphasise that agency has past, current and future 

elements which tend to reproduce rather than 

transform various structures. They note the ‘rarity 

of structural reform…and where firms appear to 

endorse equal opportunities, old opportunity 

structures and inequalities endure” (p. 247). In 

Australian and UK workplaces, EM Muslim women 

use active emotion-focused coping along with 

planning to handle discrimination (Murray & Ali, 

2017).  

Syed et al. (2018) discuss the invisibility of 

knowledge produced by EM and how dominant 

practices overlook such knowledge by silence and 

dismissal. They discuss ideological settings which 

are undergirded by broader values and beliefs for 

research practice based on mainstream perspectives 

in the field which are overwhelmingly white and 
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Western. This ties in with invisibility of 

representation for various appointments which 

often goes unchallenged and unmonitored based on 

systemic levels of invisibility.  

Table II presents some questions to unravel the long 

arm of history as an avenue for a deep exploration 

of the current status of EM in organisations.  

 

 
 

 

It is suggested that a regular review of these 

questions along with an audit for actionable 

responses, would be useful for ensuring that 

‘coolitude’ becomes embedded in organisational 
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processes and practices. This is a potent reminder 

that we are circumscribed by our history (Decker, 

Hassard, & Rowlinson, 2020), and hence a deeper 

understanding of its long arm will serve as a 

pathway to evoking more positive experiences for 

EM in organisations. It is here that the currency of 

epistemologies of the South can affirm new 

constructions of EM with greater cosmopolitanism 

and promote pluriversality (Santos, 2018), while 

eschewing connotations of coolie and emphasizing 

coolitude.   

 

Discussion and Concluding comments 

Through this article, we have put forward a 

historical perspective which brings to the fore 

resistance-conformity dynamics involving colonizers 

and colonized at large to challenge the Eurocentric 

feature of ‘history’ itself from the perspectives of 

multiple and heterogeneous racialized others. Thus, 

there is focus on agency along with discrimination 

experienced by EM to expel notions of coolie and 

provide alternatives to Western-centric perspectives 

(Bates, 2017; Bragard, 1998; Mongia, 2004). This 

article embraces the past in order to shed some 

glimmers of light to contemporary issues pertaining 

to EM in management studies. More particularly, 

this research adds to postcolonial and decolonial 

accounts on management and growing debates on 

the eventual radicalization of elitism and racism 

connected to white supremacists within 
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management studies as a response to the 

emergence of critical accounts from peripheries of 

global capitalism.  

This article illustrates one way in which 

management can choose history to explore and 

reflect on practices in organisations (Decker, 

Hassard, & Rowlinson, 2020), with specific 

reference to EM. Therefore, there is movement away 

from Eurocentric fundamentalism which can be 

construed as a machine of ‘epistemicide’ (Santos, 

2018) which privileges “the knowledges, memories 

and histories of the Westernized male colonizers 

throughout the world” (Grosfoguel, 2012: 83). 

Accordingly, our article engages with EM and the 

past, to foreground knowledge and practices which 

have been subalternized, marginalized and 

inferiorized by Eurocentric modernity in general and 

the Westernized university in particular.  

One of the principal themes that is evident from this 

study is that the notion of the eternal present as the 

‘default position’ from which organisations are 

interpreted, understood, and represented, can risk 

ignoring the significance of history in management 

studies.  Economic exploitation and its many faces 

including unemployment, underpayment, and 

underemployment continue for EM.  What is 

apparent is that this influence can take on 

immanent or intentional forms, and rather than 

being an incidental aspect of an organisation or 

economy, can extend to be core principles, including 
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the persistent role of sexism and racism. The notion 

of historical determinism explains the reasons why 

the uses of the past carry such influence on present 

practices and beliefs, while structuralist arguments 

help to account for ways in which this inheritance 

transcends individuals and becomes embedded as 

part of the nature of organisations, societies, and 

economies.  In such settings, the past is evoked not 

so much as a recollection of periods that are remote 

from the present, and seen as somehow less 

enlightened, but as an ideological tool to reinforce 

and legitimise previous values and prejudices in 

current environments. 

Our article offers support to epistemologies of the 

South to (re)interpret, (re)construct and scrutinize 

the dominant knowledges of the North and 

formulate alternatives. As Santos (2018) 

compellingly argues with reference to the 

positioning of the South “such a task is as important 

today as it was at the time of historical colonialism, 

since the disappearance of the latter did not imply 

the end of colonialism as a form of sociability based 

on the ethnocultural and even ontological inferiority 

of the other…” (p.8). Yet we are quick to add that our 

article does not imply that all EM experience 

discrimination and that all EM display agency, just 

as all whites do not express colonial and 

discriminatory behaviours. 

Our contribution is firstly to open up spaces for new 

conversations to include a historical lens in 
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management scholarship; secondly to extend the 

definition of coolitude through agency and 

epistemologies of the South, in the 

conceptualisation of EM. In this process we 

spotlight EM where the native template and imperial 

imprimatur still has currency. The importance of 

assessing the role of history and of historical 

approaches when analysing the ways in which 

organisations function allows for a radical 

reappraisal of how contexts and EM are 

conceptualised. Additionally, such uses of the past 

can inform current attitudes, contextualise 

perceptions of the present, and prescribe aims for 

the future, with potential impact beyond academia.  

However, we acknowledge that researching other 

Empires (Spanish, Ottoman) may add a more 

nuanced view to coolies and coolitude. A historical 

view of recruiting agents who served as 

intermediaries for how recruitment was enacted, 

and which individuals were recruited/favoured is 

another fruitful research domain. Future research 

may investigate the disruptive strategies and 

enablers businesses identify, to integrate and view 

EM as sources of competitive imagination (Hart & 

Sharma, 2004), rather than from a coolie view. 

Additionally, research can explore the creation of 

non-condescending workshops, which facilitate the 

valuing diversity philosophy for all groups, to 

enhance coolitude.   Coolitude “gives us a new take 

on the literatures of the world and the world beyond 
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literature, creating new concepts of understanding. 

It allows us to keep creating our world in poly-logical 

ways for and in new futures” (Ette, 2017, p. 118). 

And the powerful concept of epistemologies of the 

South are a step further in the direction of 

fragmenting the enduring legacy and lingering 

impact of indenture and the tarnished legacy in how 

EM are viewed in contemporary organisations.  
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